facelessness: a 'post' environment reminiscent of the Celtic Tiger rather than the 'ghost book' prevalent in Ulster through the 1990s. 4 The poems are, as Gillis himself states, decidedly 'present tense', and offer up a vision of the city which could only have been born in the wake of the cessation of hostilities. 5 With notable exceptions (such as 'Progress'), Gillis appears, like his protagonists, to walk the city baggagefree, revelling in the opportunity to grasp an as yet untouched-upon historical question is with what it will, in fact, concern itself. 6 Gillis, if the first poem in his first book is to be trusted, seems ready and willing to tell his reader what this is, on no uncertain terms.
As this essay will argue, however, the contours of 'post-ceasefire' identity, as presented in his work, are neither so clearly apprehensible nor so surely drawn as the vocal flourish of 'The Ulster Way' would suggest. Rather, the poems occupy indeterminate zones, mediating between redundant pasts and nebulous futures, questioning the rhetoric of 'progress' even as they seek adequate modes of resolution.
Both representative and suggestive, they combine 'the language of desire' with 'the limits of the possible'; 7 without recourse to easy conclusions, they test imaginative potential against the recalcitrant facts of a culture which, they suggest, remains in limbo, albeit a limbo of a new and differently faceted kind to that commonly associated with Northern Ireland, and with poetry from Northern Ireland. It will be the purpose of this essay to explore the poems' negotiation of this territory, and to analyse their various responses to its features.
Whilst discontinuity with the past remains a definite theme in 'The Ulster Way', and the poem seems clear on the subject of what it isn't about, it's notable that not only does Gillis fail to define his aesthetic other than in negative terms, but that, along the way, he performs a number of Muldoonesque tricksy manoeuvres designed to blur rather than enhance the clarity of his position. Approximately two thirds of the poem's space is dedicated to detailing, with empiricist intensity, all the things the reader has been told s/he won't encounter there. And the inbuilt pun at the end ('Everything is about you') leaves poet and reader havering, stuck on the question of whether what is being proposed is the very self-absorbed, subjectivist thrust the poem seemed to work against ('everything is centred on you, born of your interpretation'), or its opposite -'everything is outside you, round you, not to do with you'. This is, in fact, less a poem poised between the urban and rural, dated and contemporary 'grounds', than a well-designed impasse that is unsure of both its 'way' (there's no clear narrative development) and, crucially, of its speaker's relationship to the path on which he finds himself. Gillis does not so much arrive in 'The Ulster Way' as pass through contradictory states, enacting, as he does so, a problematical staging of the intersection of the Romantic and the post-modern: the poem engages inconclusively with the potential of the individual consciousness to act on or contribute to the landscape. There is more to it, in other words, than meets the eye.
Gillis's poem, then, might seem like a mere act of graffiti artistry -a superficial rejection of Heaneyesque pieties, which creates its own space more by virtue of sheer impudence than stating a challenging case. Yet its disseverance must be acknowledged as running deeper, questioning the core as well as the surface of an aesthetic the attraction of which is based on its ability to link individual with locality -to align, as Allen puts it, the space of poetry with the 'transcendentally validated space' of territory. 8 There is an indisputable vacuum at the heart of 'The Ulster Way', an unbearable lightness of being that might easily be mistaken for the bluster of the Lyotardian 'new'. 9 Its language is forced, its message obscure to the point of indecipherability, its general ethos more in line with Allen's definition of poetry as 'an emptiness to be filled with words' than a convincing consummation between subjective consciousness and objective world. 10 Signifier, here, does not accord with signified and safely deliver sign (never mind 'road-sign'); this landscape is, as the poem's speaker acknowledges, a product of the language-loving 'head', not a realistic portrait. On the one hand, the poem might be seen as invention of the highest (and thus Romantic) order, on the other, as something which (in tandem with the worst excesses of postmodernism) is 'about' nothing more than the bandying of its own words.
There is, however, truth in both interpretations, and the conjunction of these impulses forces recognition of the precise quality of novelty (and of vacuum) that both energises and afflicts 'The Ulster Way'. As Gillis's pointed rejection of the Heaneyesque should indicate, the poem takes as a given lack of unity between human and landscape. There is no rootedness in the natural for its speaker, no unproblematic absorption into a scene which, when it exerts its powers of 'hoovering and scooping', is clearly the purveyor of invasive alterity rather than confirmation (SS, 9). And as the location of the poem within the boundaries of Ulster implies, this sense of detachment operates within a specific geographical / political space which, at the time of the poem's composition, remained between definitions and authorities: a 'condition of possibility' rather than a sealed deal. 11 Though it is going too far to read 'The Ulster
Way' as political parable, the poem both registers, and works towards expressing, complex feelings of insecurity, frustration and apprehension that might usefully be linked to the destabilisation and disempowerment of a populace unmoored between historical identities. In Gillis's self-delighting language can be glimpsed both the potential of the individual / state to create something entirely new and unencumbered ('the capacity of human agents to change their society and to re-galvanize the social institutions which they inherit') 12 and, conversely, the exclusion of that individual from 'real' involvement in the delineation of the landscape -the (dystopian) potential of language / the heterodox to get lost in a maze of its own making. A complex of warring impulses emerges from 'The Ulster Way'. In this poem, Gillis links mastery (or otherwise) of the terrain with the possibilities inherent in language, suggests regional identity as something which, whilst needing renovation, is only in the process of finding a new shape, and registers the sense, in poetry as in society, of being on the cusp of something 'new'. A pivotal position is as dangerous as it is exciting, and it is between these poles that his poetic swings, grappling with the attractions and repulsions of a state in which 'There is no interpretation against which to define/ [the self]', either as poet or as citizen (SS, 30 15 In other words, the poem is pitched directly on the line between an insufficient present and the 'abyss' or darkness out of which a 'something better' has yet to be forged. 16 Rejections like 'The Great
Hunger' (or indeed 'The Ulster Way') of what is already in place are not necessarily formed with a made-to-order alternative in hand.
Gillis's own poems clearly despair of the identities on offer in nineties and early noughties Ulster, and of the premises by which they are maintained. In 'Carnival', the Elsewhere in Gillis's poems, the stars reminiscent of such a 'fixed cosmic order' feature regularly. In 'Big Blue Sky, Silent River', transformed into the banality of horoscopes, they provide the aimlessly wandering speaker with predictable prognoses ('cast off the past and begin anew./ Seek out that special someone for a rendezvous').
In 'Casualty', the vehicle in which speaker and partner travel has the randomness of a bourgeois subject to objects which will take his imprint -which fill, as it were, the fragile outline of his individuality:
Even if a bourgeois is unable to give his earthly being permanence, it seems to be a matter of honour to him to preserve the traces of his articles and requisites of daily use in perpetuity. The bourgeoisie cheerfully takes the impression of a host of objects. For slippers and pocket watches, thermometers and egg-cups, cutlery and umbrellas, it tries to get covers and cases. It prefers velvet and plush covers which preserve the impression of every touch. 25 Though the characters in 'Love Bites' could hardly be described as stereotypically bourgeois, they are demonstrably afflicted by the conditions of a later stage in capitalist development. In Longley's poems of the 1970s, objects performed the (then critical) function of preserving individual identity -from invasion of the domestic space; from violence, which nullifies the particular. In Gillis's work, it is almost as though there can never be enough objects to fuel the poem's (and the subject's) precarious subsistence. 'Love Bites' operates via a frenzied mission of accumulation, its characters only present in accordance with their ability to titillate themselves through contact with things:
The tulips he sent her lurched like a fusillade of fingers that she snipped and tied tightly, her heart's tourniquet…
He drank like Bloody Mary from her castanet coconut cups of breasts in a last bid to be enthralled…
Oddly, it worked, and he said 'I'm your snuggleupphagus', but she was gone. He rammed twelve pints down his oesophagus.
(SS, 22) The fact that the animalism of their needs acts as a dehumanising rather than a validating force may seem ironic, but is in fact endemic to the condition dramatised within the poem. The proliferation and dispensability of objects within consumerist culture (what Lyotard calls the 'kitsch' or inauthentic) ensures their lack of lasting value and, concomitantly, their inapplicability as vehicles through which to define the bloating borders of the self. 26 With their own swollen shapes ('Love Bites' takes the template of a Shakespearean sonnet, stretching the waistline of pentameter into a longer, fourteen syllable line), Gillis's poems actively embody this condition of 'never enough'. As, without the template of traditional form, the poems have the potential to keep expanding forever, so too the individuals whose frantic bids for lasting boundaries their situations depict. Again ironically, 'Love Bites' turns the Shakespearean sonnet on its head: traditionally concerned with arguing the permanence of the lover's image, the form becomes, in Gillis's hands, its own parodic inverse, taking as subject matter an intense and swiftly extinguished sex relationship forged only out of the need for consummation.
Although, then, Gillis's characters don't exactly fit the 'bourgeois' bill of walls'. 27 In other words, the disappearance of communal identity concomitant with the urban forces the individual back on his own resources: he must either shape his own significance, or be 'content to forgo the stability of static integration within a fixed cosmic order'. As 'The Ulster Way' intimates, the shift, both imaginative and 'real', from rural to urban, small to large, has been slower in the making in Northern
Ireland than in most of Western Europe. It is in fact arguable that the country boasts no 'big city'; that, as a small-scale territory, it does not and may never sustain a metropolis of the kind to which Benjamin refers. The Belfast of Ciaran Carson's writing may be alienating, surreal and über-modern, with its Saracen-filled streets,
walkie-talkies and paranoid exchanges. But it is a landscape alienating by virtue of its particularity: as guerrilla war-zone, Belfast is as unmistakable in Carson's writing as it has been in the thirty years' worth of media images with which the poems dovetail.
A localised space defined by a localised conflict, Carson's Belfast is mnemonic, recognisable for its 'particular value and significance', however problematic these may be. It is a city, as Cairns Craig has it, 'out of history', existing in a prolonged moment, and sustaining for the Northern Irish a resonant self-image, which maintains 'our identity' by virtue of its focus on 'the real bases of our difference'.
Craig's analysis is trained on a particular moment in Scottish history, and is worth quoting in full for what it has to say about the paradoxes inherent in the attempt to 'get back into History' (where 'History' is the enlightenment ideal of universal progress, a march towards the pinnacle of civilisation represented by the hybrid metropolis):
The struggle [in Scotland, since the 1980s] has been to reconstruct a mythic identity that is particular to Scotland and so redeems us from the banality of a universal economism that would make us indistinguishable from everyone who lives in a modern industrial state. One moment restores our identity by making us identical with everyone else in modern societies, the other restores our identity by re-establishing the real bases of our difference; one moment puts us back into universal history, the other puts our history back into the universe by claiming for it a particular value and significance. On the one hand, we have tried to get back into History, on the other, we have tried to give ourselves back our own history. 28 Craig also indicates that, since the defeat by capital of other major ideologies, the 'end' of history (in terms of both aim and completion) has shifted from the utopian to Our talent for holes that are bigger than the things themselves resurfaces at Stormont, our weak-kneed parliament, which, unlike Rome, we gained in a day and then lost, spectacularly, several days later in a shower of badly played cards. Another instance, we say, of our off-beat, reckless, suicidal charm. 30 Morrissey does recognise (and indeed support) the necessary presence in the present of the past (elsewhere she writes with affection of 'this history's dent and fracture');
she also preserves a healthy scepticism towards 'the European superstate'. However, her desire for 'new symbols', and specifically new symbols introduced from the outside, conflicts with Gillis's apprehensive approach to identity formed on a global model. 31 His poem 'To Belfast' bespeaks admiration for a city that (pace Morrissey's 'off-beat, reckless, suicidal charm') is 'forever getting out of hand', refusing to 'stem' to popular imagery (SS, 16). And, in the short and perfectly achieved poem 'Progress', he responds brusquely to clichéd media parlance:
They say that for years Belfast was backwards and it's great now to see some progress.
(SS, 55)
The poem's repeat refrain of 'I guess' indicates that this, like Morrissey's poem, pertains predominantly to uncertainty as regards an achieved, stable future (both were written pre-devolution). There is also, however, a hint of Craigesque offence taken at the external paradigms of 'progress' and 'backwardness' that indicates, if not quite a 'core'/ 'periphery' stand-off, then at least a mote of tribal defensiveness against universal definitions. 32 Alongside the recognition that 'Like Tolstoy's unhappy families, each situation of political conflict is unhappy' -and thus made happy again -'in its own way', 33 Gillis's poems register, like Kavanagh's, the fact that 'the utopia of hybridity is as empty as the utopia of self-sufficient homogeneity'; that 'Organicism, whilst exponentially unfashionable at the moment, is one half of most formulations of dialectical change', and thus forms a essential part of any successful bid for 'progress'. 34 Neither collection offers a definitive alternative to the dissipation of identity brought about by 'normalisation'. The speakers of Gillis's dialect poems derive from isolated ghetto formations like that depicted in '12 th October, 1994' and are, as he admits in interview, 'not that nice'. 35 Likewise, in the poem 'Harvest', although (as in many of These poems [although 'the logical conclusion of a long preoccupation with form, with stanzaic patterns and rhyme -pushing a shape as far as it will go, exploring its capacities to control and its tendencies to disintegrate'] have an air of 'end of the road' rather than 'en route' about them. The next stage would be a blank page and dead silence. 36 There is a wealth of unspoken (and political) implication in this. The poems in No Continuing City are, for the most part, architecturally imposing edifices which, in mimicking the surface prowess of the unionist stronghold, tinker at it from within.
They suggest both the uneven apportioning of power within the province, and imminent rebellion amongst its 'narrow neighbourhoods'. 37 Positing the lyric (and protestant) subject as synecdochic exemplar of the state, Longley works in this collection within an aesthetic of freeze-up. Accordingly, the poems can, as 'mirrors' as well as 'lamps', be as tight-lipped (or 'tight-assed') as the too solidly-formed identities they at once exemplify and take to task. In 'Deliverance', Gillis goes so far as to suggest that, against the paradigm of the 'liberal humanist subject', the speaker is so little in command of his circumstances that he cannot even understand the 'message' he's 'delivering'. The poem is a prime example of the subject being 'deconstructed', 'shown the absurdity of [his] position through an analysis of [his] discourse' which works to reveal him as uninspired conglomerate of external codings, not designing consciousness. 43 Some of the more belligerently vocal poems in Hawks and Doves may suggest a loss of subtlety on this front: that the difficult transition between first and second collections has blunted the need for scrupulousness in the service of speaking out. There is a barely suppressed anger to a number of the poems which, on occasion (as in 'Bob the Builder is a Dickhead'), coincides with what seems, to Gillis, the necessary directness of a style which pulls no punches. Burke, as it were, has ceded to Paine (or Derrida to Paine, perhaps); the 'ghost of the liberal humanist subject' has returned to haunt a poetic which, alongside late Mahon, feels the need to substitute the garb of the activist for that of the aesthete.
The position of the subject (and, thus, the speaking subject) has, however, always been integral to Gillis's politics, his poetic coincident with his socio-political perspective. Even in the more aggressively pointed poems like 'Bob the Builder', the proclivity of 'consciousness' to 'proceed directly to an impasse' is emphasised, and the need for the way 'it' is to be 'spelt out' tempered by awareness that there is 'no constant path' for either the 'mind-boggled rover' or the 'taxpaying citizen':
'whatever you reckon,/ your thoughts will self-destruct in fifteen seconds' (HD, 33-
35; italics mine). If Hawks and Doves is, as its title suggests, a collection caught
between debating binaries (and primarily the binaries of philosophical 'truth' and political 'responsibility'), then the former is never far from Gillis's mind. 'Truth'
represents, in fact, less an ineffectual 'dove' disposed to 'look the other way' than a handmaiden to the 'braying [public] fury' of the hawk -the very image of the conditions, both local and global, with which that hawk engages (HD, 60). . 45 Gillis's poem (which, if one takes the re-write argument to its logical conclusion, is, in fact, only half his) expresses frustration not only at not being able to go anywhere but, more particularly, at not being able to go its own way.
Hawks and Doves
When Gillis himself takes to the wheel, the situation is, accordingly, different.
Shucking (HD, 55)
The poem presents a finely-tuned combination of freedom and responsibility: a situation of mutual dependency where one inheres in, cannot occur without, the other.
Like many of the poems in the book, 'Driving Home' only arrives at this realisation as the result of a lengthy and troublesome journey -of having been allowed to go its own way, to fly wide of the mark and have to find its own road back. In linguistic / syntactical terms, it also suggests that it has found the perfect balance. Whilst it's one of Gillis's 'mind-boggled rover' poems (and benefits from being allowed to stretch or 'blossom' to its full capacity), the segmentation into stanzas indicates that this burgeoning may only occur satisfactorily within the framework of a recognisable destination ('home'), just as the framework is more functional for permitting the This is a city (and a poetic) which has come a long way since the clotted insecurities of 'The Ulster Way'. It manages to combine identity and difference, to merger its 'masochistic home truth' with the 'clean public walkway' of the progressive space.
Describing himself as someone who has 'never learned the name for anything', Gillis performs for Belfast here an act of transcendent reconfiguration. Though aware of the propensity to 'exaggerate' or falsify via the means of metamorphic language, he recognises also that 'it really is/ great to stick on names that you've heard/ to whatever you like without caring'. As in the speaker's 'hardly-haired fingers' rests a potential 'pigeon's neck or tortoiseshell', so 'within the unhappy city' is always contained 'a happy city unaware of itself', and, 'Laganside' suggests, poetry can play a crucial part in excavating or illuminating it (HD, 73-76; SS, 57). Of paramount significance is the poem's immersion in (as opposed to skirting round or aerial vision of) the city, and its consequent acceptance of a condition of imperfectability and partial vision. Dialectical opposites are held in harmony; 'half' meets 'better half' without a battle for precedence. Against the Romantic urge to soar (and, likewise, the post-modern indulgence in chaos), the poem offers a measured combine of restraint and excess, elbow-room and organisation. Past, present and future juxtapose comfortably in the image of a river / city which is always the same and always different, which can and yet can never be stepped into 'twice'. 48 As with Bakhtin's definition of discourse, polis and poetic recognise here that the functional present lives not so much in consummation as in a perpetual "living impulse…toward the object." 49 The poet's relation to the public exists in his / her ability to hold a lamp as well as a mirror, to exemplify the possibilities as well as reflect the flaws. Across two collections Alan Gillis has performed the latter function unflinchingly, proving himself a poet who, though desperate to 'take leaf and root', has been unwilling to falsify the necessary complexity of what Paul Bew describes as 'a "first draft of history": the effort to catch -in a moment which is always unrepeatablethe…meaning of events as they unfold in front of the observers' eyes' (HD, 49; 51). 50 He has thus earned the right to offer imaginative visions of achievement, realisations of the 'something better' towards which, in his own essay on Kavanagh, he suggests poet and public ought to strive. 51 In 'Laganside' this poet of the process has come home, if only in the sense that coming home means recognising that 'anything can
[yet] happen', 52 and appreciating that the modern nation, like the living language, must mingle lasting values with a condition of 'today-ness', 53 must 'get to grips with the idea of [itself]…as a palimpsest', 54 and, perhaps most importantly, must learn to accept what it has been and what it currently is. One could do worse than follow such an example.
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